ABSTRACT
interpreted in a way that shapes people and lives; to express the contents and situations of everyday life. Symbols may shape how social actors see, feel and think through the impacts and perspectives of the outcomes through their everyday life and social interactions. When we see a symbol, our brain processes it and denotes its meaning. Some symbols have obvious and clear meaning; others are vague, unclear and ambiguous such as the one I present here. In this essay, I interrogate the international symbol of deafness / hard of hearing (see figure 1) -a key symbol which originates from Sign Language. As a sign, this key symbol indicates an individual(s) who is deaf, hard of hearing, or having some degrees of hearing loss.
In addition, this symbolic representation of the deaf community has intended to communicate an awareness of deaf people and their different needs for access (Loss, 2014) . Sherry Ortner's seminal essay laid out an analysis for the recognition and operation of 'key symbols', not to be studied in and of themselves, but for what they can reveal about social processes (1973) . The focus of interest is not why a symbol is key; it is only a signal that the symbol is playing some key role in relation to other elements.
'Every culture' she argued, 'has certain key elements which, in an ill-defined way, are crucial to its distinctive organizations ' (1973: 1338) . For Ortner, these key elements were a 'jumble' of 'things and abstractions, nouns and verbs, single items and whole events' (ibid: 1339). Programmatically laying out an analysis for recognising and using key symbols, Ortner defined two kinds of key symbols on an ideal-type continuum: 'summarising' and 'elaborating'. Ortner was careful to point out that her typology was a heuristic concept rather than a precise reflection of distinct and distinguishable kinds of symbols. Paying heed to this warning, I draw on her model as a framework within which the complexities of an unfamiliar system of cultural symbols may be sorted out. The use of key symbols here should not be viewed as deterministic or overly constraining.
In this paper I discuss whether the international symbol of deafness or hard of hearing is a key symbol and for whom. For Ortner, a summarising symbol, not surprisingly, 'sums up, expresses and represents' several complete ideas into one symbol or sign that the individual perceives, that is, it comes to 'stand for' the system as a whole (1973: 1340) . I argue that the international symbol of deafness or hard of hearing intends to act as a summarising symbol but fails in 'crystallising commitment' to it. According to Ortner, a summarising symbol speaks to a level of emotional response, in that it 'focuses power, draws together, intensifies thereby catalyzing impact' on an individual (Ortner 1973 (Ortner : 1342 effectively. Elaborating symbols help to sort, categorise and make sense of experience.
Representing the Deaf Community:
Some symbols are representative of a particular group. Identity is created when one takes into account the sign's symbolic aspect; it plays a fundamental role in the process of creating identity and to understand community. In this case, the symbol represents the deaf community through an image. Geertz (1973) says that a symbol is one thing, but people's perception of it is another. Among the Deaf community there are two distinct approaches in defining deafness. There is a medical approach and a social approach. The medical approach defines Deaf people as a medical condition, something that needs to be fixed. In contrast, the social approach defines
Deaf people a group of people that have a community, culture and a language and therefore deafness does not need fixing. Deaf people have their own identities, including participating in the life of the Deaf community and a visual language of their own. The Deaf community is rich in its language, its traditions and its history and 'distinct folk language and literary tradition, social, sport, recreational institutions, schools and education' (Deaf Culture, 2014) . Sign Language has aided the deaf community to communicate with hearing and non-hearing others. It is important to note that while the international symbol of deafness is used as a key symbol by the international deaf community, there is no universal form of Sign Language.
I now turn to discuss my research design and findings.
Research Design
For this project I interviewed people in the Deaf community to gather their opinions and criticisms on the symbol. I interviewed some of the participants through the use of social network sites, such as Facebook & FaceTime (for international deaf members) and through email (for participants in provinces besides Western Cape). I managed to interview 9 participants face-to-face at a social event and at University 
Findings: A Heavily Contested Symbol
The symbol for deafness is intended to act as a summarising key symbol. The universal use of this symbol for deafness has various contexts: (1) it is being used to
show that there are Deaf people in such places; (2) it is used to define Deafness;
and (3) My thoughts on this symbol are GREAT! This is very useful for the travellers in foreign countries that do not read or speak
English. I was in Berlin. This symbol was on the building, so I went inside and met international deaf people.
Deaf South African living in America, age 55
I find nothing wrong with this symbol. For me it means awareness for hearing people, that there are deaf people around.
Deaf South African, age 29
This symbol is commonly used in Australia, and I've seen it at almost every event/meeting/deaf company. I find the symbol acceptable depending on its interpretation. That is, is it used to not their language and ability which is Sign Language.
Deaf American, age 47
South African Sign Language is not an official language in South Africa, and that has led to limited awareness, in addition to the multiple cultures, ethnic groups and languages found in the country. There is a lack of awareness, combined with the lack of people who are Deaf and the lack of interaction with those who are Deaf.
I feel as if this symbol is semi-okay as with the way people are today it could've been more crudely done (i.e. like a no smoking sign except with an ear -which I would find super offensive). I do find that since I didn't actually know what the symbol was, until you explained it, that MORE people should be made aware of it. Especially people who aren't deaf, since the majority don't come into contact with deaf people or take the time to try and communicate with deaf people.
Hearing South African, age 21
In order for hearing people to comprehend the international symbol of deafness (Loss, 2014) , they need to understand the culture and the community of deaf people and understand the symbol in full. Does the sign have to be universal? If we base it on sign language, is 'Deaf' in sign language the same in every country? Since each These remarks of some people in the Deaf community can be interpreted into various meanings and perspectives of the symbol -that is, it's elaborating function.
For the third speaker, the symbol is more culturally acceptable for the loop 2 , the hearing aid for hard of hearing people 3 , because their community and culture is not is defining characteristic of deafness so is sign language and so I would prefer that there is a focus on the positive and not the medical diagnosis in designing a symbol for deafness. I find it unacceptable, as it defines a deaf person in negative terms in the same way that black people were labelled non-white under apartheid. It defines a deaf person by comparing them to the "norm" of hearing and saying how they lack.
Hearing British, age 38
When I first look at it, it makes me think: "No deaf people allowed" for a spilt second. It also reminds me of those "No smoking" signs. But it might also mean "deaf people are present here." At the same time, it looks like it says "no hearing allowed." It's ambiguous in a way.
Hearing South African, age 21
The remarks on how the symbol labels deaf people in the ways it labels black people as the "non-whites" during the apartheid, with its negative terms has an efficient outcome of the interpretation of a culture. The person's quote spoke about the 'norm' and this is very crucial. The norm is hearing and so deaf is opposed to this. In the apartheid era, the white people were the norm whereas black people were understood as 'lesser than' white.
Concluding Comments:
The symbol is a challenge to both the deaf world, and the hearing world.
Internationally, the symbol acts as a key summarising symbol to represent deafness.
In South Africa, where awareness of the Deaf is limited, the symbol is criticized more heavily than overseas. This is most likely a result of the multiple languages spoken in South Africa and the fact that sign language is not an official language of South Africa.
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My research among the hearing showed that they immediately understood that the symbol represents hearing loss, where hearing is positioned as the norm. This notion of 'hearing loss' emphasised deficit and thus these research participants tended to view deafness as a medical condition. Those people who viewed deafness as a medical condition understood and approved of the symbol.
The Deaf and others I interviewed viewed the Deaf as a community and with a culture and its own rich visual language knowledge. For this group, the symbol of the deaf posed multiple confusions and contestations. For many it provoked a sense of prohibition of ears rather than a lack of hearing. Therefore the impression of the sign has multiple meanings and this can be problematic. Furthermore, in light of this ambiguity, the sign/symbol is meant to alert those who can hear to those who cannot hear, however the awareness of the deaf community stays minimal.
